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ABSTRACT 


The popularity of children’s fiction, as assessed by children’s ratings of books which they have read from the 
school library, is related to reading ease calculated in accordance with Flesch’s readability formula. A curvilinear 
relationship is obtained, books of intermediate reading ease showing minimal popularity, Sentence length and the 
average number of syllables per hundred words are found to have opposing effects on popularity under some cir- 
cumstances. The more recently a book has been read the more likely it is to be rated as enjoyable. In the present 
study the nature of a book’s subject matter was found not to be important in determining its popularity. The implica- 
tions of these findings are discussed with particular reference to the problems of teachers and librarians who select 


books for children, 


A NUMBER of factors, among them the rais- 
ing of reading standards, a growing interest in 
children’s reading matter, and the development 
of school and public libraries, have contributed 
to the growth in the number of children’s fiction 
books published annually. The school librarian, 
with limited financial resources, faces an increas- 
ingly difficult problem in selecting new additions 
to the library. It is a primary concern of the 
librarian and the teacher of English to encourage 
the young pupil to read as extensively as possible; 
it is, therefore, important that a child’s initial 
encounters with fictional material prove to be 
enjoyable. It is, however, exceptionally difficult 
for an adult tomake a judgment as to which books 
will prove to be popular with a given group of 
children and which will not. The problem is not 
so much one of identifying the factors likely to 
be involved in determining a book’s popularity 
(one might expect a priori that subject matter, 
style, format, illustrations, language complexity, 
and the like would be important) but rather 
one of providing a quantitative statement of these 
factors as an essential preliminary to assessing 
their relative importance. Attempts have been 
made to quantify certain aspects of written ma- 
terial and in particular to provide an index of 
the ease with which the written language may 
be comprehended by the reader. Readability, how- 
ever, is a term which has been applied to books 
in reference both to their language complexity 
and to aspects of their popularity. Thus, Gray 
and Leary (4) stated that readability is in part 
determined by the appeal and popularity of the 
subject matter as well as by the language and 
expression of the writer. This view has also 
been advanced by Chall (1). More recently, Klare 
(5) noted that the use of the term readability 
has regularly included statements about the in- 
terest-value or pleasantness of the writing as well 
as about understanding and comprehension. One 


might, therefore, hypothesize that readability, 
in the sense of the ease with which the language 
used in a book may be comprehended, would be 
closely connected with expressions of like or dis- 
like directed toward that book. The present studies 
were carried out to examine this proposition. 


Method 


The experimental population consisted of 256 
children, average age 12 years 4.5 months, all of 
whom were pupils in an urban comprehensive 
(mixed ability) school. The Ss were asked, at the 
end of their first academic year in the school, to 
complete a questionnaire. This involved listing 
all the fictional books from the school library 
which they had read since entering the school 
(all pupils kept, under the supervision of the 
librarian, a personal library record from which 
they copied their list of books). They were then 
asked to write down, in order, the three books 
which they had most enjoyed reading, indicating 
after each the term in which the book had been 
read. A score of 3, 2, or 1 points was assigned 
to a book according to whether it was listed as 
a pupil’s first, second, or third choice respectively. 
The total number of points accumulated by each 
book for the whole population of Ss was then 
expressed as a percentage of its maximum pos- 
sible score based on the total number of times 
it had been read. The resulting value was used 
as an index of popularity. Out of 668 titles listed, 
sixty-nine had been read by more than ten pupils 
and only for these were popularity scores calcu- 
lated. 

Readability was assessed by making use of 
Flesch’s reading ease formula (2, 3) which gives 
values ranging between 0 and 100. Reading ease 
scores were determined for a sample range of 
eighteen books having roughly equally spaced 
popularity index scores and also for all books 
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having popularity scores of 25 or higher (nine- 
teen titles). 

The books were categorized according to read- 
ability, being described as having high reada- 
bility (Rn) if their reading ease scores were 
equal to or greater than 80, or as having low 
readability (R,) if their reading ease scores were 
less than 80. Books were assigned to two popu- 
larity groups, namely a high popularity category 
(P,) if their popularity score equalled or ex- 
ceeded a value of 25, and a low popularity cate- 
gory (P,) if their popularity score was less than 
this value. The number of books falling into each 
of the four popularity/readability categories 
were: P,R, n= 12: PRs, n = 9; PR, n = 7; 
P ii, n = 0, 

Also noted for these books were average sen- 
tence length and average number of syllables per 
hundred words (both values being components of 
the reading ease formula). 

In the books examined, many types of fictional 
story were recognized, but for the purposes of 
the present study titles were allocated to five 


major categories: these were (1) fantasy, magic, 
and the supernatural, (2) animal stories, (3) ad- 
venture, mystery, and detective stories, (4) fam- 
ily stories, and (5) school stories. 


Results 


Figure 1 illustrates the way in which the popu- 
larity scores of books were found to depend upon 
reading ease values. Two correlation coefficients 
computed from these data approached statistical 
significance at the p = 0.05 level. There was a 
negative correlation between P, and R, values, 
r = —0.676, and a positive correlation between 
P, and R, values, r = 0.609. In other words, the 
less popular books which are relatively easy to 
read (P,R,) increase in popularity the easier 
they become, while the more popular but difficult 
books (P,R,) decrease in popularity with in- 
creasing reading ease. These findings suggested 
that there might be an overall curvilinear rela- 
tionship between reading ease and popularity, 
and examination of all the cases for which R and 
P scores were obtained showed this to be the 


Figure 1.—The Relationship Between the Reading Ease Score of Books and Their Popularity Ratings* 


70 


Popularity 


70 


RR, 5 
| a | 


80 90 


Reading Ease 


*P,: books falling into the high popularity category (scores of 25 or more); Pi: low popularity category; Ra: books 
falling into the high readability category (scores of 80 or more); Ri: low readability category. @ Pn.Ri books; 4 Pa.Ra 
books; © P:.Rn books. Lines showing the regression of P scores on R scores are given for the two categories of books 
(P.:.Ri and Pi.Rn) for which correlation coefficients were obtained which approached statistical significance at p < 0.05. 
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case, revealing a significant correlation ratio (»), 
F(df 14,13) = 4.68; p < 0.01, and a highly sig- 
nificant curvilinear component of regression, 
F (df 18,13) = 10.15; p < 0.001. The linear com- 
ponent of regression was not statistically signifi- 
cant. 

Examination of the two components of the 
reading ease formula, namely average sentence 
length and average number of syllables per hun- 
dred words, revealed further correlations with 
popularity scores. When all of the twenty-eight 
books for which P and R scores were calculated 
were considered together, popularity was found 
to be a positive function of average sentence 
length, r = 0.855; this was rather more evident 
when the selected sample of eighteen books having 
roughly equally spaced popularity scores was con- 
sidered, r = 0.485. Books falling into the high 
readability category (R:) showed diminished 
popularity in both P, and P, ranges as the aver- 
age number of syllables per hundred words in- 
creased, r = —0.424. 

Table 1 shows the number of books, rated as 
enjoyed, which were read in each term of the 
8-term academic year. Also indicated are the ex- 
pected numbers based on the relative lengths of 
the three terms, assuming the null hypothesis 
that the time of reading did not affect the pop- 
ularity judgment. It was found, on analyzing 
these figures, that the more recently a book had 
been read the more likely it was to be listed as 
enjoyed, x?(df 2) = 25.861; p < 0.001. 


Table 1—Numbers of Books Recorded as Having Been 
Enjoyed, Term in Which They Were Read, and Expected 
Frequencies 


Length Number of Books 

of Rated as Enjoyable 

Ck  ——— 

Term in Term Observed Expected 
I (Christmas) 16 219 276 
II (Spring) 12 210 207 
III (Summer) 12 261 207 


Popularity scores were examined for books 
allocated to the five subject matter categories 
and these results are indicated in Table 2. An 
analysis of variance performed on the data 
showed that, in this study at least, popularity 
was independent of content. 


Discussion 


The results of the present investigations are 
not easy to interpret unequivocally. The highly 
significant curvilinear relationship between read- 


Table 2.—Means and Standard Deviations of Popularity 
Scores Assigned to Five Classes of Children’s Literature 


Popularity Score 


Fiction Category Mean sD 
I. Fantasy,magic, 
and supernatural 17.72 10.05 
II. Animal 26.33 aly Pere! 
III. Adventure,mystery, 
and detective 18.52 15.85 
IV. Family 14.88 12.05 
V. School 12375 6.80 


ing ease and popularity, with minimal popularity 
attaching to books with reading ease scores 
in the region of 80, certainly suggests at least 
two possibilities. It may be that the readers fell 
into two categories broadly reflecting either in- 
telligence or attainment (or both), one group 
preferring relatively easy books and finding the 
simplest books to read to be the most entertain- 
ing, while the other group preferred difficult 
books. Books with low reading ease scores (i.e., 
difficult books) might be expected to have the 
complexity of expression and range of vocabu- 
lary more suited to the tastes of the more ad- 
vanced group of children. Alternatively, the curvi- 
linear function may reflect an intra-subject, 
rather than an inter-subject, phenomenon. A 
single individual may have a liking for both easy 
and difficult types of reading matter, each type 
having its own particular kind of appeal, while 
books of intermediate levels of difficulty fail to 
satisfy the reader on either standard. The nature 
of the data collected in the present study does 
not allow a decision to be made as to which of 
these two views is to be preferred; the possibility 
must not be overlooked that both considerations 
apply. If it were to be shown in later work that 
the difficult books were indeed read mostly by 
children with high reading ability and the easy 
ones by those with low reading ability, then it 
might be speculated that the good reader is 
striving to develop his reading ability further 
and gaining enjoyment because he is extending 
himself, while the poor reader is happiest reading 
material well within his ability and gains little 
enjoyment when his ability is brought into ques- 
tion by books containing difficult language. Even 
without this information on reading ability it 
can still be suggested that the books in the P,R, 
group were selected as being popular simply be- 
cause they were difficult and the more difficult 
they were the greater their popularity. It is not 
uncommon to see children of this age browsing 
through and being attracted by books in which 
the language is too difficult for them to under- 
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stand clearly. It may be because they associate 
such books with older people, teenagers or adults, 
and by selecting them it gives them a feeling 
of being “grown-up.” In the present study the 
books examined were not adult books but a num- 
ber of them did have adults as their central 
characters. 

The finding that a book’s popularity rises as 
its average sentence length increases rather con- 
flicts with the decrease in popularity shown by 
high readability books with a rise in the average 
number of syllables per hundred words. It is as 
though one manner of increasing language com- 
plexity, namely stringing together additional 
simple words to increase sentence length, has a 
more pleasing effect than the alternative method 
of keeping the same sentence length but using 
more complicated words. It might be suggested 
that a book with very short sentences loses its ap- 
peal because to the child it appears too simple and 
is therefore associated with the very young. Short 
sentences may also detract from the enjoyment 
of the book because they produce a rather jerky 
style. It is interesting that the negative correla- 
tion between a book’s popularity score and its 
syllabic complexity occurs for books of high read- 
ability (simple books) which one would expect 
to be most popular with the less advanced chil- 
dren who would not be so well prepared to cope 
with longer and possibly unfamiliar words. 

The conclusions which can be drawn from the 
data suffer from the limitations imposed by pop- 
ulation sizes, both of children and books. In addi- 
tion, it is not possible to extract from the data 
the very important influence of the recency with 
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which a book has been read; however, since there 
is no evidence that some books were consistently 
read earlier in the school academic year than 
were others, this recency factor probably does 
not introduce any systematic bias to the experi- 
mental findings. 

The values of the correlation coefficients which 
were calculated were all quite low, approaching 
statistical significance at the p = 0.05 level; this 
might indeed be expected if the popularity of a 
book is complexly determined by a large variety 
of interacting factors. Clearly, future investiga- 
tions might profitably employ factor analytic 
methods to identify the major variables affecting 
the popularity of children’s fiction. However, 
within the framework and limitations of the 
present study, such relationships as have been 
determined may be regarded as indicative of the 
direction in which further investigations might 
proceed, and it may not be unreasonable to sup- 
pose that from such work there may emerge use- 
ful guidelines for choosing children’s fiction for 
specified reader populations. 


REFERENCES 


1. Chall, J. S., Readability: An Appraisal of Research and 
Application, Bureau of Educational Research, Ohio 
State University, Columbus, 1958. 

. Flesch, R. F., “A New Readability Yardstick,” Journal 
of Applied Psychology, 32:221-233, 1948. 

. Flesch, R. F., How to Test Readability, Harper, New 
York, 1951. 

. Gray, W. S.; Leary, B. E., What Makes a Book 
Readable, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1935. 

. Klare, G. R., The Measurement of Readability, Iowa 
State University Press, 1963. 


ao +_; SO ND 


Zip 


